Tampa Bay History
Volume 10

Issue 1

Article 4

6-1-1988

The Spirits of St. Petersburg: The Struggle for Local Prohibition,
1892-1919
Jack E. Davis

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory

Recommended Citation
Davis, Jack E. (1988) "The Spirits of St. Petersburg: The Struggle for Local Prohibition, 1892-1919," Tampa
Bay History: Vol. 10 : Iss. 1 , Article 4.
Available at: https://scholarcommons.usf.edu/tampabayhistory/vol10/iss1/4

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Open Access Journals at Scholar Commons. It has
been accepted for inclusion in Tampa Bay History by an authorized editor of Scholar Commons. For more
information, please contact scholarcommons@usf.edu.

Davis: The Spirits of St. Petersburg: The Struggle for Local Prohibition

THE SPIRITS OF ST. PETERSBURG:
THE STRUGGLE FOR LOCAL PROHIBITION
1892-1919
by Jack E. Davis

As St. Petersburg, Florida, basked in typical summer weather in 1913, county voters prepared
to go to the polls to determine the fate of the local saloons. For years anti-liquor forces had
waited for a chance to win prohibition by a local-option election. In many ways, the dry
movement in St. Petersburg mirrored the national campaign for prohibition. The night before the
county election, drys ended a long and energetic campaign with street parades, temperance songs
and fiery public speeches. When the polls opened on July 2, members of the Women’s Christian
Temperance Union (WCTU), with white ribbons pinned to their blouses, served cake and
lemonade to the male voters. Other women, in a time before equal suffrage rights, conducted
all-day prayer metings as the men cast their ballots. Believing that the moral force of public
opinion would prevail over the wet interests, anti-liquor forces abounded in confidence.
However, St. Petersburg merchants voiced their objections to local prohibition, and the politics
of morality went down to defeat in 1913 and in subsequent campaigns. The long anticipated dry
victory turned into a continual struggle over “Demon Rum” and its intoxicating evils.
Before the first national temperance campaigns in the early nineteenth century, consumption of
intoxicating liquors was considered proper and expected behavior in colonial America. Only
disorderly drunkards were promptly fined and locked up in pillories to dry out in public scorn.
By the early nineteenth century, indulgence was on the rise, and public drinking had become
associated with iniquitous behavior. The national consumption of alcohol per person nearly
tripled over a twenty year period. Each American drank an average of 2.5 gallons in 1790, and
by 1810 annual per capita consumption had reached about seven gallons. Public drunkenness
was no longer considered an individual failing; it was a societal problem.1
As a result, temperance agitators emerged throughout the country and formed an evangelical
movement. Many early crusaders were Quaker and Presbyterian leaders who were determined to
restore social discipline and curb drunkenness. Itinerant temperance agitators swept across the
country, and through Christian persuasion they urged their fellowman to abstain from the evil
habit before destroying his family and his soul. Beer and wine, thought to be innocuous and
sometimes antidotal, were tolerated, but “Demon Rum” was a curse on the nation, in the view of
many Protestants.2
The root of the drinking problem was found in the increasing number of saloons owned and
operated by European immigrants. According to one historian, moral stewards of American
society looked upon the foreign-born saloon-keepers as “ignorant and brutal individuals, and
their trade policy resembled that pursued by criminal bands.” The saloon became a breeding
ground for prostitution, crime and gambling and a haven of debauchery that threatened the
sanctity of the family and American middle-class values. To eliminate these dens of iniquity, the
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St. Petersburg’s Central Avenue in 1897.
Photograph from The Story of St. Petersburg by Karl H. Grismer.

movement shifted from restriction to complete prohibition. In the late nineteenth century
prohibitionists formed the Anti-Saloon League, which quickly gained national prominence and
achieved unprecedented success in pressure politics.
Women too adopted the principles of moral stewardship. When the first mass movement of
women in America was formed in the winter of 1873-74, its members gathered in city streets and
demanded that saloonkeepers close their businesses, and they did in many places. This fervor led
women to organize the Women’s Christian Temperance Union and the Home Protection Party,
which later joined with prohibitionists to form the National Prohibition Party.3
Prohibitionists became a relentless political force. They embraced a mutual resolve to legislate
their moral standards and legally intervene into what opponents considered a matter of individual
choice. They started at the local level by seeking exorbitant saloon licenses and restrictive laws.
Next, they lobbied for local-option laws and then moved on to statewide prohibition. They
expanded their crusade to the remotest corners of the country, even reaching deep into an
isolated little fishing village on the west coast of Florida.
When the “Gay Nineties” arrived, a mere 274 people lived along the reticulated dirt streets of
St. Petersburg, Florida. Sitting on the end of a peninsula between the Gulf of Mexico and Tampa
Bay, the town was connected to the rest of the world by a single track of the Orange Belt
Railway. Commercial fishing was the principal industry, and as evidenced by only two hotels,
tourism was still in its infancy. The town had no jail and virtually no law enforcement, with the
exception of the Hillsborough County sheriff who wandered over from the other side of Tampa
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Bay from time to time. But there were two
white-owned saloons in the segregated
community, and an increasing number of boatmen
and fishermen passed through to wet their lips.
This lure for undesirables, combined with the lack
of police authority, prompted some high-minded
citizens to take action.4
On February 29, 1892, thirty-one residents, ten
percent of the population, gathered together to
incorporate the town of St. Petersburg. After a
successful vote of fifteen to eleven, with six
abstaining, the town moved to elect a mayor and
council. Citizens divided into open-saloon and
anti-saloon
factions.
David
Moffett,
a
fifty-year-old local citrus grower, lined up on the
side of the anti-salooners as their candidate for
mayor. The wets were represented by John
Constatine Williams, a controversial old man of
seventy-five who wore a long white beard. The
J.C. Williams.
“General,” an honorary title given to Williams by
the townsfolk, had less than ten years before
Photograph from St. Petersburg and Its People by
donated half of his 1,700 acres of land on the
Walter P. Fuller
peninsula to found St. Petersburg. In a one-sided
election he and the open-saloon ticket lost by a
margin of more than two to one. Whether the loss was due to personal ingratitude toward the
General or to principled opposition to the ticket he represented, an embittered Williams died two
months later.5
Even with the anti-salooners, in their new positions of authority, St. Petersburg did not go dry.
An 1885 state constitutional provision allowed voters at the county level to establish their own
local prohibition laws. However, until the early twentieth century St. Petersburg was still a part
of Hillsborough County, and Tampa with its Latin immigrant population represented one of the
wettest communities in the state. Nevertheless, the St. Petersburg town council took steps to
restrain public drinking by passing an ordinance that allowed only one saloon for every one
thousand residents and set a license fee of $100. As a result, the community managed to have but
two saloons as late as 1910.
In that same year, the Sunshine City was home to 4,127 people who faced the possibility of
more saloons opening. In November, an alarmed city council passed a new ordinance to limit
further the number of saloons to one for every two thousand residents. In typical temperance
fashion the law also disallowed free lunches, music, private rooms and card rooms. The
restriction on the number of saloons violated a state law that required municipalities to grant
licenses when proper application was made, regardless the number of saloons. However, St.
Petersburg city officials successfully turned away additional applicants and eschewed lawsuits
by threatening to precipitate a local-option election, which might outlaw saloons altogether.6
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Before 1910 ended, anti-liquor forces were encouraged when statewide prohibition became a
possibility through a public referendum. In their first vote directly on the liquor issue, St.
Petersburg citizens decisively supported a prohibition amendment to the state constitution by a
vote of 303 to 148. But the statewide returns were disappointing to anti-liquor forces, and Florida
and St. Petersburg remained wet.7
Fortune took a turn for St. Petersburg drys in the spring of 1911 when state lawmakers passed a
bill to divide Hillsborough County into two separate political entities. On November 14 voters
ratified the bill, which created Pinellas County. With its own independent jurisdiction sprawling
from the waters of Tampa Bay in the south to Tarpon Springs in the north, the new county gave
dry forces a better chance to bring about a local-option election and win prohibition.
Don C. McMullen, a forty-year-old state senator and dedicated anti-salooner who resided in
Tampa, was one of the leaders in the fight for Pinellas County’s independence. He had grown up
on the peninsula and was from an old and distinguished family that was among the first settlers
in the area. As an attorney and respected citizen, McMullen continued to play a significant role
in Pinellas County politics.8
By 1913, a progressive St. Petersburg boasted twenty-five miles of paved streets, twenty-five
miles of street car lines, one hundred miles of sidewalks and the closest harbor to the Panama
Canal. It also claimed to be the most popular tourist city in the South. That summer
prohibitionists welcomed the opportunity to rid the city of its only blemish – two white-owned
saloons. After collecting the legal number of signatures, dry forces petitioned the county to call
an election to decide the liquor issue. The county commission obliged, and a vote was scheduled
for July 2. Under article nineteen of the state constitution, if voters supported local prohibition,
saloons that dotted Pinellas County from Tarpon Springs to St. Petersburg would be put out of
business for a period of two years. Yet even in the case of a countywide wet victory, the sale of
“intoxicating liquors, either spirituous, vinous, or malt,” would be prohibited in precincts that
voted dry.9
The anti-liquor forces immediately set in motion a vigorous campaign of revivals, parades,
newspaper advertisements and circulars. The well-organized movement combined the forces of
the WCTU, the Temperance League of St. Petersburg, the Temperance Campaign Committee
and later the Anti-Saloon League and the Pinellas County Civic League. Drys focused their
efforts on St. Petersburg, the county’s largest city.
Arguments for a dry community centered around preserving the family and the home. For
years the WCTU had published a propaganda column in every issue of the St. Petersburg Times,
and the Temperance Campaign Committee followed suit just before the election. One
advertisement included the claim that prohibition would enable girls and boys to return to school
because they no longer had to “assist drinking fathers to earn a living.” A letter to the editor of
the Times pleaded with each male voter, “in the sacredness of your home, [to] go to the trundle
bed where that little fellow sleeps, push back the curls from his baby cheeks, look at that temple
as it pulsates with your own blood and decide if you are willing to take the chance – and God
help you to make Pinellas a clean county for your boy and mine.” Other pleas for prohibition
appealed to the people’s economic interests. A dry winter playground, it was argued, would
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Paul Poynter.

William L. Straub.

Photograph from The Story of St. Petersburg by Karl
H. Grismer.

Photograph from The Story of St. Petersburg by Karl
H. Grismer.

attract more tourists who would bring more revenue. Some of the more tenuous prohibitionist
arguments claimed that taxes would decline, property values would appreciate, churches would
spring up, bank deposits would swell, the “white” population would grow and living conditions
for the “colored people” would improve.10
To enhance campaign exposure, the county’s most widely read newspaper lent a tremendous
amount of support and editorial space to the anti-liquor movement. In a time before radio and
television, the local newspaper exercised a powerful voice in the community. The St. Petersburg
Times gave such influence to Paul Poynter and William L. Straub. A staunch prohibitionist and a
devout Christian Scientist, Poynter at thirty-eight was owner and publisher of several papers,
including the Times. While a teenager in Cloverdale, Indiana, Poynter had contributed to the
purchase and subsequent closing of the town’s only saloon. Later as owner of one of his first
papers in an Indiana coal-mining town, he was instrumental in gaining public support for a
local-option vote that closed the saloons. A short, portly man of “bulldog countenance,” Poynter
continued to promulgate his principles through the editorial pages of his papers.
The man who wielded the editorial pen for the Times needed no guidance from Poynter on the
saloon issue. Seven years older than his boss, William Straub had devoted himself to improving
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his adopted community. In 1911 he had successfully led the fight for political independence from
Hillsborough County. Straub had a reputation for his forceful opinions and his provocative
editorial cartoons, which frequently headed the front page of the Times. Like Poynter, Straub had
earlier success as a newspaperman in helping run saloons out of his native state, North Dakota.
Together, they were committed to repeat their triumphs in St. Petersburg.11
Unlike the drys, the wets had practically no organized movement. The only salient action taken
was by the so-called Pinellas Business Boosters which circulated a letter to convince the public
that prohibition did not aid business. The broadside warned that men would go to Tampa to
quench their thirst and merchants in St. Petersburg would consequently suffer. It also argued that
prohibition would not boost the tourist trade but destroy it. Whether the general silence of
anti-prohibition forces was due to confidence of a wet victory or the lack of enthusiasm is open
for speculation. In any case, the economic issue was the principal argument for wets in
local-option elections.
On the evening before the 1913 election, St. Petersburg townspeople gathered in Williams Park
to listen to Reverend W.J. Carpenter, a Jacksonville minister, give a vehement speech on the
virtues of prohibition. Ironically, the park’s namesake was General J.C. Williams, who had
headed the first open-saloon ticket. From there, Carpenter left to address blacks on Ninth Street.
In Clearwater to the north, Boy Scouts led several hundred children in a parade. Temperance
songs filled the air, and the words of a national WCTU speaker rang the ears of listeners.
On election day, drys continued the pressure. Voters in the city hall could hear prayers and
singing coming from across the street where an all-day vigil was held in the Grace Baptist
Temple. Prohibition forces had hired detectives to prevent any illegal voter actions. Despite
alleged complaints from wets, the WCTU ladies stood by devotedly with their lemonade and
cake. Moreover, the county sheriff and the St. Petersburg police chief were preparing to enforce
the new law in case of a dry victory.12
The next day, residents were treated to one of Straub’s cartoons on the front page of the Times.
Entitled “The Expulsion,” it depicted the Pinellas County voter booting a bottle of booze off the
peninsula into the mouth of a hungry shark. With a vote of 796 to 696, prohibition had prevailed
by a mere one hundred votes countywide. The county recorded the smallest turnout in a general
election in its brief history, with only 1,492 votes polled. Two years before in the county
ratification vote, 1,900 men had participated. Even the Democratic primary the year before
brought nearly 1,400 men to the polls. Of the 1,429 eligible voters in St. Petersburg, only 718
bothered to cast ballots, splitting the vote evenly at 359 for each side.13
Nevertheless, the city was now legally dry, as a result of county vote. Celebrations were held at
each end of the county as members of the Campaign Committee met at the Southern Methodist
Church in St. Petersburg, and drys from the northern part of the county gathered at the Baptist
Temple in Clearwater. At both locations there was talk of forming a citizens’ vigilance
committee, and a few days later drys organized the Pinellas Civic League to aid the police in
enforcing the new law. In one of Straub's editorials the Times enthusiastically supported the
enforcement league and warned that without its assistance, many “blind-tigers” – an early term
for speakeasies – would go undetected by the local authorities. Despite the fact that licenses for
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“THE EXPULSION,” an editorial cartoon by William Straub, which appeared in the St.
Petersburg Times, July 3, 1913.
Photograph used with permission.

the two saloons were good until October of that year, the sheriff ordered them closed on July 4,
two days after the election.14
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Paid campaign advertisement published in the St. Petersburg Times, July 2, 1913.
Photograph used with permission.

While some wets accepted the decision of the voters and the action of the sheriff, others fought
back. Shortly after the election Charles Powell, a saloonkeeper from Tarpon Springs, filed a writ
for an injunction against the closing of the saloons. Powell’s attorney argued that the election had
not been legally advertised, and therefore, the saloons should not be forced to close. According
to law, notice of an election had to be published in all county newspapers, but an advertisement
had only appeared in the Times.15
Calling this action by the wets a “chicanery,” the Times argued that “the will of the people has
been clearly and fairly and decisively expressed.” Judge J.D. Bell, a member of the Temperance
Campaign Committee, acted as the county’s attorney and successfully beat back the request for
an injunction. The Tarpon Springs saloonkeeper appealed this decision in late July, and Don C.
McMullen, the former state senator and then state president of the Anti-Saloon League, stepped
in to lend his services as legal counsel for the drys. After the third appeal, district Supreme Court
Judge F.M. Robles of Tampa upheld the lower court’s ruling that an injunction could not be
issued since the law had already been enacted. The saloons remained closed, but the battle was
not over.16
As autumn shuffled in, wets opted for another approach in the courts. Still arguing that the
election was illegal because it had not been advertised according to law, H.A. Farmer, a St.
Petersburg businessman, filed a suit against the county commissioners rather than asking for an
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injunction. In supporting the wet interests, Farmer asserted that prohibition had adversely
affected the Pinellas merchant trade because customers were traveling to Tampa to buy liquor, as
well as other goods. Farmer maintained that he did not support public drunkenness and would
vote dry in a statewide election, but as long as Pinellas bordered the wettest county in the state
and business was lost to Tampa merchants, he would not support local prohibition. This time, on
October 13, 1913, Judge Robles accorded wets a favorable verdict and found the election to have
been illegal and irregular.17
The Times reacted angrily to Judge Robles’ decision. “Technical rigidity is the curse of our
courts and the fetish of our lawyers and we will never have an adequate system of justice in our
court houses until we have substituted for it as near as practicable the elasticity of common
sense,” an editorial declared. In another article published two days after Judge Robles’ finding,
the Times warned that the unfavorable decision would bring about a flood of new saloons and
that applications for licenses had already been filed in all of Pinellas County’s twenty-five
precincts. In truth, not a single application had been filed in any of St. Petersburg’s seven
precincts.18
Drys found a friend in E. B. McMullen, the county tax collector. A member of the same
prominent pioneer family as the state president of the Anti-Saloon League, E. B. McMullen
refused to issue county licenses until each saloonkeeper presented petitions signed by the
majority of residents within the applicant’s precinct. Temperance agitators in St. Petersburg took
advantage of McMullen’s clever but illegal actions and went to work. Civic League members
met with the city’s new three-man commission government to propose saloon restrictions.
Initially, the league pushed for prohibitory licenses. But the commissioners, fearing a recall
election and feeling saloons would relocate just outside the city limits, rejected this proposal.
In late November, the city commission finally passed an ordinance with most of the league’s
recommendations. Club and distillery licenses were set at $500 each, and saloon licenses were
increased to $2,500, $1,000 over the standard occupation tax. Additionally, saloonkeepers were
required to be city residents, and only Negroes of good character and reputation would be
granted licenses. The commission, however, did not limit the number of saloons that would be
allowed to operate in the city.19
In the meantime, drys became more committed in their efforts to win prohibition. A leading
spokesman for the Civic League stressed that his organization would “not stop a minute until the
liquor traffic is effectually banished from Pinellas County.”20 On the advice of Judge Bell to start
from scratch, the Civic League and the WCTU joined forces to expand their membership and
circulate petitions for a new election. Legally required to have signatures from twenty-five
percent of the registered voters, the optimistic drys vowed to overwhelm county commissioners
with popular sentiment. Irrepressible anti-salooners adopted the slogan, “A hundred more
majority than before.”21
The Times, which had labeled the recent events a “struggle – a contest – a war,” called for an
early election before the “poor losers” had time to recruit unregistered voters. By
mid-November, 1913, the petitions were presented to the county commissioners. After careful
review, officials threw out 150 signatures for redundancy, incompleteness or lack of
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qualifications. Despite their hard work and optimism, the drys had come up seventeen names
short.22
Stunned but undaunted, the prohibitionists brought in their big gun. The day after the county
commission invalidated the new petition, an unrelenting Don C. McMullen, acting on behalf of
the Civic League, filed a writ of mandamus in circuit court. The writ asked that the county
commission be required to call another election based on the original petition for the July
election. The commission countered by arguing that the first petition was not valid under the law
because it had been originally submitted over sixty days before. Judge Robles, however, ruled
that it had not been the fault of petitioners that the July election was not conducted according to
law, and therefore, the first petition was still legally valid. This time, the commissioners
considered an appeal to the state Supreme Court, but they soon acquiesced to a new election,
which was scheduled for February 2, 1914.23
Determined as ever to keep the saloonkeepers out of business, the drys recruited Reverend C.
W. Crook, superintendent of the Florida Anti-Saloon League, to organize and lead their new
campaign. Crook set up his headquarters in the First Baptist Church in St. Petersburg, and from
there he traveled around the county to organize dry forces. Under his leadership prohibitionists
used their influence to make sure that only trustworthy officials handled the election and that it
was advertised properly. The campaign continued as vigorously as before with voter registration
drives, daily public rallies, newspaper advertisements and circulars. To further advance their
cause, drys boasted that local conditions had improved as a result of prohibition because during
the one hundred days prior to the July election there were fifty-one percent more arrests for
drunkenness than during the same subsequent period of time.24
The wet forces intensified their own campaign. Although people opposed to prohibition were
not formally organized, H. A. Farmer was their most conspicuous spokesman. He claimed that
ninety percent of the St. Petersburg businessmen supported saloons because they boosted the
local economy. However, in fear of offending those who favored a dry community, the
businessmen preferred to remain anonymous. A wet advertisement published at the end of
January concurred: “Our merchants in St. Petersburg can, if they dared, tell a different story.”
The advertisement argued that since the county had gone dry, St. Petersburg merchants had lost
about $4,000 in weekly sales. While the business was lost to the wet and “wicked city of
Tampa,” this was “not so apparent to members of the Civic League, as not a great many of them
are in business,” the advertisement noted. Moreover, it refuted claims by drys that other cities
had seen remarkable improvements since abolishing saloons.25
On election day in February 1914, each side provided transportation to carry voters, even the
sick and elderly, to the polls. There they were greeted by the WCTU ladies, and sometimes
last-minute campaigners for both wet and dry interests. All day, huge crowds gathered
downtown in front of the Times’ office to check the latest precinct reports. As in the previous
July, the election on February 2 was conducted peacefully and without complications.
The next morning, St. Petersburg was “as wet as the middle of Tampa Bay in a rainstorm.” The
countywide turnout of 1,700 voters was slightly better than the first election, and it gave a win to
wets by 104 votes, four more than the margin of victory for drys in July. H. A. Farmer and the
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wets apparently presented convincing arguments because St. Petersburg drys suffered a
humiliating defeat. Not only did they lose in every precinct except one, their support dropped
twenty-three votes from the first election. Of 815 ballots cast in St. Petersburg, wets received 477
to gain 118 new votes, and 336 went to the anti-salooners, with two ballots mutilated.26
Their spirits dampened once again, members of the Civic League decided not to contest the
election, but to fight for tougher restrictions on saloons. Already successful in getting high
license laws, the league persuaded city commissioners to draw up an ordinance that disallowed
saloons from having covered windows and that required the fronts to be clear so that the interior
was visible from the outside. The law was clearly fashioned to expose those indulging in
“Demon Rum.” Additionally, at the league’s urging, Negro applicants were refused licenses
because they were considered irresponsible and improper in character. Blacks had never had a
saloon of their own, and because St. Petersburg was a segregated community, they were
effectively barred from drinking in white saloons. Under the city commission’s new decision,
blacks would presumably continue the common practice of buying liquor at the back door of
white saloons to drink elsewhere – a practice that had frequently been the subject of dry
propaganda.27
In both elections, wet and dry forces had actively solicited the black vote, but the poll tax and
the white primary obstructed the voting rights and limited the political power of blacks. Instead,
drys used blacks in a different way by appealing to white racism. One dry advertisement
published in the Times on election day in July proclaimed: “How is this for regulating the
whiskey business? In less than ten minutes last Saturday 100 colored men were counted going in
and out the back doors of our bar rooms, and most of these were young men.” An article
following the initial dry victory reported that St. Petersburg residents were pleased by the
election results because about “200 negroes that used to hang around the back of the saloons
were now absent.”28
On March 4, 1914, the Sunshine City could again wet its lips. Three white saloonkeepers paid
$2,500 each for liquor licenses, and with no ceremony nor any disturbances they opened their
saloons for business. St. Petersburg would never have more than three saloons within its city
limits before national prohibition, and dry campaigns would never again be as intensive. In fact,
it would be over three years before another attempt at local prohibition. In the meantime, the
state came to the aid of dry forces.
In 1915 St. Petersburg’s population climbed to 7,186. The city had fourteen white churches, six
black churches and three white-owned saloons. That summer anti-salooners throughout Florida
won a major victory when the state legislature passed the Davis Package Law. Filled with
temperance restrictions, it proved to be the demise of many saloons throughout the state,
including those in St. Petersburg. The law prohibited the sale of intoxicating liquors, beer or
wine in quantities of less than one-half pint. Saloons could operate only between the hours of 7
a.m. and 6 p.m., and they were not allowed to serve food or have window blinds, chairs, stools,
benches or tables. Furthermore, anyone whose wife, brother, father, mother or sister furnished a
written protest was not allowed to be served liquor. In the same session, the state legislature also
passed a law that required public schools to teach children about the evils of alcoholic
beverages.29
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By the spring of 1917 the effects of the Davis Package Law left St. Petersburg with only one
saloon. Nevertheless, on June 1, drys presented a petition to the county commissioners asking for
another local prohibition election. The petition was accepted, and an election was subsequently
set for July 28, 1917. However, the United States had recently taken up arms in the Great War in
Europe, and St. Petersburg townspeople were preoccupied with the fate of their boys who were
called up for the first draft. Consequently, the prohibition campaign was not as energetic as four
years earlier, with only a few advertisements, rallies and editorials. To further aggravate matters,
wets contested the election in court after 206 people asked to have their names removed from the
petition. A court ruled in their favor the day before the scheduled election, and the issue never
came to vote. By this time, however, it mattered little to St. Petersburg prohibitionists because
the city’s last saloon had closed.30
In April 1918 the Florida legislature further tightened its grip on liquor by considering a bill
that prohibited the sale and manufacture of alcoholic beverages by state constitutional
amendment. With a few wet counties still left in Florida, including Hillsborough and Pinellas,
the bill was designed to make the entire state legally dry on January 1, 1919. It passed in both
houses with ease, and then went to the voters in a statewide referendum in the fall general
election.31
On November 5, 1918, Florida voters supported the prohibition referendum with a decisive
majority. The state amendment easily passed in Pinellas County, but the people had shown little
interest. Less than one-half of the eligible voters participated countywide, and they gave a
lopsided 557-to-146 endorsement to prohibition. The enthusiasm was greatest in St. Petersburg,
but it also represented a meager turnout with a vote of 266 to sixty-four. Like all cities around
the country, St. Petersburg was immersed in the intensities of the war, and normal community
affairs took a back seat to beating the Germans. Prohibition, which once received paramount
attention from the city’s leading newspaper, was now overshadowed by news from Europe.32
Before the month ended Florida Governor Sidney J. Catts called the state legislature into
special session to enact new enforcement laws for state prohibition and for the state senate to
ratify the federal prohibition amendment. On December 3 the federal prohibition resolution
sailed through the senate, and Florida became the fifteenth state to ratify the Eighteenth
Amendment to the Constitution.33
The following day, Catts signed an emergency prohibition measure designed to replace the
highly effective Davis Package Law, which had been recently ruled unconstitutional. The
emergency measure became operative December 9 for a period of thirty days until the
enforcement law for the state amendment became effective in January. St. Petersburg drys who
had once been frustrated at the local level could now sit back and enjoy a long thirst.34
Despite several years of hard fought battles, the only threat St. Petersburg citizens had faced
during wet times was largely symbolic. To prohibitionists the presence of the city’s few saloons
represented primarily a stain on the moral complexion of the city rather than a real danger to the
family and society. In statewide prohibition elections, when local business interests were not a
factor, except for the saloonkeeper, morality prevailed. But when St. Petersburg merchants
rattled their cash registers and argued that local businessmen would suffer in a dry community as
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St. Petersburg’s Central Avenue in 1916.
Photograph from St. Petersburg and Its People by Walter P. Fuller.

long as Tampa continued to sell liquor, wets attracted enough support to beat their moral
opponents in local-option elections. To many people in the Sunshine City, the politics of profit
ruled in local-option elections. British lexicographer Samuel Johnson captured the essence of this
attitude when he observed, “Go into the street and give one man a lecture on morality and
another a shilling, and see which will respect you most.”35
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